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Abstract. Entrepreneurial small firms (ESFs) are characterized by a
permanent dynamic of innovation not only regarding their commercial
offers, but also their organizational processes. Potentially, newcomers play
a key role in the maintenance of this innovation dynamic, but there is a lack
of knowledge regarding their socialization. In this research, we develop an
understanding of socialization processes in ESFs by taking an institutional
work perspective. Through a qualitative, longitudinal and inductive
research design based on two case studies, we make several
contributions. First, we identify different socialization activities enforced
jointly and separately by newcomers and insiders. Second, we explain the
dynamics of these activities with the achievement of two socialization
outcomes: maintenance of institutionalized roles and the creation of new
ones. Our results enrich the organizational socialization literature by
introducing a new field of enquiry and by showing that role creation can be
a major distal outcome of socialization processes. We also develop new
perspectives on institutional work by demonstrating the importance of
newcomers and the dimensions of agency at play during socialization
processes.
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INTRODUCTION
Socialization of newcomers is a critical issue for the stability and
performance of many organizations (Ellis, Bauer & Erdogan, 2015;
Wanberg, 2012), in addition to being more critical for entrepreneurial small
firms (ESFs) (Atkinson & Storey, 2016). Such firms are characterized by
creativity and a permanent dynamic of innovation not only regarding their
organizational processes, but also their commercial products or services
through exploration and exploitation processes (Gray, 2006; Storey, 2016;
Varis & Littunen, 2010). Potentially, new employees play a key role in the
maintenance of this innovation dynamic through their beliefs, behaviors,
competences and initiatives (Hayton, 2003; Hayton, Hornsby & Bloodgood,
2013; Heneman & Tansky, 2002). However, socialization processes in
ESFs are often under threat even if newcomers have been well-selected
and previously tested (Cardon & Stevens, 2004; Rollag, Parise & Cross,
2005). Newcomers may face difficulties in understanding and complying
with their new roles, which can lead to departures or conflictual
relationships with insiders to the detriment of the innovation process (Ellis,
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Bauer, Mansfield, Erdogan, Truxillo & Simon, 2015; Nelson, 1987; Nifadkar
& Bauer, 2016).
The socialization of newcomers is an issue that is generally
analyzed through the theory of organizational socialization, which is
defined as “the process by which an individual acquires the social
knowledge and skills necessary to assume an organizational role” (Van
Maanen & Schein, 1979: 211). It constitutes a central process to maintain
key institutions and, in particular, organizational roles (Solinger, van Olffen,
Roe & Hofmans, 2013; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Organizational
socialization scholars have not only identified and documented different
forms of socialization activities implemented by insiders, but also those
implemented by newcomers to facilitate newcomers’ understanding and
compliance with their new roles (Bauer, Bodner, Erdogan, Truxillo &
Tucker, 2007; Jones, 1986; Saks, Uggerslev & Fassina, 2007; Van Maanen
& Schein, 1979). However, for a growing number of scholars, these
socialization activities constitute “black boxes” as it is particularly
challenging to understand how they emerge, interact and lead to the
maintenance of organizational roles (Saks & Gruman, 2012; Wanberg &
Choi, 2012). If we understand through quantitative research designs that
some socialization activities lead to positive socialization outcomes and
effective transmissions of expected roles, it is difficult to explain and
describe what is actually achieved during socialization processes
(Ashforth, 2012; Vancouver & Warren, 2012). In this research, we propose
to answer the call of organizational socialization scholars who propose to
develop new research settings and empirical investigations to shed light on
the mundane activities of socialization and their dynamics (Ashforth,
Harrison & Sluss, 2014; Klein, Polin & Leigh Sutton, 2015; Solinger, et al.,
2013).
To capture what insiders and newcomers actually do during
socialization processes in ESFs, we propose to develop an institutional
work perspective (Delacour & Leca, 2011; Lawrence, Leca & Zilber, 2013;
Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence, Suddaby & Leca, 2009, 2011).
Institutional scholars have recently studied organizational socialization and
have shown that socialization is a key process to maintain expected
organizational roles (Dacin, Munir & Tracey, 2010; Heaphy, 2013; Zilber,
2002, 2009). They show that insiders implement a series of socialization
activities to maintain organizational roles (Zilber, 2002).
Drawing on a comparative qualitative methodology, we conducted a
real-time longitudinal research (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) of the
onboarding processes of two newcomers in two ESFs for two years. We
identify various categories of socialization activities enforced by insiders
and newcomers. We show how these activities interact and what they
achieve through a dynamic model of socialization. We demonstrate that the
dynamic of socialization in ESFs potentially leads to two complementary
and contradictory forms of institutional work: role maintenance and role
creation.
In developing our arguments, we contribute to the organizational
socialization literature as we focus on the “black boxes” of socialization in
shedding light on the content and entanglement of mundane socialization
activities separately or jointly enforced by insiders and newcomers in the
understudied context of ESFs (Bargues & Perrot, 2016; Perrot, Bauer,
Abonneau, Campoy, Erdogan & Liden, 2014; Rollag & Cardon, 2003;
Rollag, et al., 2005). We also contribute to the institutionalist studies by
showing that newcomers are not passive agents of socialization and play
an active role in maintaining organizational roles. This complements recent
research that shows how individuals influence institutions and, more
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particularly, the emergent interest in low-power actors and the forms of
agency they draw on to maintain institutions (Battilana, Leca &
Boxenbaum, 2009; Canales, 2012; Heaphy, 2013; Smets & Jarzabkowski,
2013). We also propose new insights on the dynamics of socialization
processes and show that, in the context of ESFs, these processes not only
lead to maintaining organizational roles but also to the broadening of role
drifts and innovation dynamics.
We first review the literature on organizational socialization and
show that it struggles to capture mundane socialization activities enforced
by insiders and newcomers. We then develop an institutional work
perspective to complement this literature by offering conceptual resources
for capturing mundane socialization activities and their dynamics in the
context of ESFs. Further, we present our methodological settings, and we
finally present our results and delineate avenues for future research.

SOCIALIZING NEWCOMERS IN ORGANIZATIONS:
SEQUENCES, TACTICS AND INITIATIVES
Organizational socialization is an important topic in management
and organizational studies (Wanberg, 2012), and scholars have identified
different sequences of socialization that lead newcomers to understand,
learn and comply with various institutions inside their new organizations
and, more specifically, their organizational roles (Ashforth, Sluss & Saks,
2007; Feldman, 1976, 1981; Schein, 1978; Wanous, 1991). They also
demonstrated that if newcomers do not succeed in complying with
institutionalized norms, practices or behaviors, they experience conflicts
and generally leave the organization (Bauer, Morrison, Callister, 1998;
Wanous, 1980). Based on these previous conclusions, socialization
scholars have progressively documented various socialization activities or
tactics enforced by insiders to structure socialization processes and
encourage newcomers to learn and comply with their expected roles (Klein
& Weaver, 2000; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979; Wesson & Gogus, 2005).
They fragmented socialization processes into different sets of onboarding
activities implemented by insiders and tested how these activities lead to
positive or negative specific socialization outcomes (Ellis, Bauer &
Erdogan, 2014; Klein & Heuser, 2008), such as job satisfaction,
organizational commitment and innovative versus custodial role orientation
(Allen & Meyer, 1990; Bauer, et al., 2007; Saks, et al., 2007).
A complementary stream of research progressively emerged and
focused on proactive socialization activities which are developed by
newcomers. In this view, newcomers are not passive agents of
socialization. They take initiatives to navigate the ambiguity and lack of
knowledge regarding the behaviors, beliefs, interaction patterns and skills
required by their new roles (Ashford & Black, 1996; Saks, Gruman &
Cooper-Thomas, 2011). In their integrative review, Cooper-Thomas and
her colleagues distinguish three categories of newcomers’ socialization
activities (Cooper-Thomas, Anderson & Cash, 2011; Cooper‐Thomas &
Wilson, 2011): changing expected organizational roles and work
environments, changing themselves, and mutual change (themselves and
organizational roles). Considering socialization activities enforced by
insiders, socialization scholars developed empirical tests to observe if
newcomers’ socialization activities are positively or negatively associated
with different socialization specific outcomes, such as task mastery, job
satisfaction and job performance (Ashford & Black, 1996; KammeyerMueller, Livingston & Liao, 2011; Saks, et al., 2011).
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From the identification of socialization sequences to the study of the
joint effect of specific socialization activities enforced by insiders and
newcomers, organizational socialization studies have considerably
increased our knowledge of socialization processes. However, the
literature struggles to capture mundane socialization activities as scholars
focus on the impacts of various sets of socialization activities on different
socialization specific outcomes (Ashforth, 2012; Vancouver & Warren,
2012). While we know that some of the socialization activities positively or
negatively affect the behaviors, performance or attitudes of newcomers,
and lead to more or less positive dynamics of socialization, it is challenging
to understand what mundane socialization activities are and how they
interact. Ashforth, et al. (2014) recently emphasized that socialization
activities enforced by insiders and newcomers constitute “black boxes,” as
it is particularly difficult to capture their emergence, contents,
transformation and mundane interactions.

SOCIALIZATION PROCESSES, INSTITUTIONAL WORK
AND THE MAINTENANCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL ROLES
Several scholars associated with the institutional work perspective
have recently identified socialization activities as key activities for
maintaining institutions and, in particular, existing organizational roles
when newcomers come on board (Dacin, et al., 2010; Heaphy, 2013;
Zilber, 2002, 2009). In this vein, socialization processes are not those that
organizations master but those that insiders and newcomers jointly
construct, experience and adapt to contingencies in order to maintain
organizational roles and their associated dimensions (behaviors, practices,
rules, relation patterns and values) (Heaphy, 2013). They show that, similar
to any institution, organizational roles are not self-reproducing (Taupin,
2012; Zucker, 1988), and that the maintenance of institutionalized roles
requires work and efforts through dedicated socialization activities to avoid
erosion and drift (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006).
Dacin, et al. (2010) investigated the socialization processes of young
members of the British upper class. They show how formal dining rituals at
the University of Cambridge contribute to the maintenance of roles of the
British class system. Toward a grounded interpretive approach, they
describe how specific rituals (for example, following a script during
ceremonies or extensive monitoring through tradition and custodians) allow
insiders to control the internalization of key values. They also demonstrate
how these socialization activities accomplish a shift in social position
toward the development of cultural knowledge and social networks.
Another work is Zilber (2002), which shows how nurses in a rape crisis
center socialize newcomers. Toward an ethnographic methodology, Zilber
(2002) studied learning activities implemented by organizational members
in order to onboard new nurses, and shows that insiders do not transmit
role expectations homogenously but tend to make a selection between the
compulsory aspects of the role and potentially negotiable expectations.
Heaphy (2013) recently developed research dedicated to the repairing of
role breaches when newcomers enter an organization and unconsciously
change some key aspects of their roles. She reveals that insiders enforce
repairing activities only when role breaches concern “an institutionalized
belief about a role that is taken for granted” (Heaphy 2013: 21).
Institutional work offers valuable conceptual resources for capturing
the various socialization activities enforced by actors to maintain
organizational roles. This framework allows us to develop a practice-based
approach of socialization processes with a focus on mundane activities as
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the basic unit of analysis (Nicolini, 2012; Østerlund & Carlile, 2003; Smets
& Aristidou, 2017). It also provides us with a theoretical frame to explain
the dynamics of mundane socialization activities, how they are generated,
and how they interact over time (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). It will help
us to highlight, in the context of ESFs, how newcomers and insiders
interact and mutually adapt their socialization activities to maintain
organizational roles and potentially exploit role breaches to innovate.

METHODOLOGY
Our research design aims at observing socialization activities and
their interactions during the onboarding process of newcomers in ESFs.
Interviews, conversations and direct observations constitute productive
empirical tools for achieving this goal as they offer opportunities to capture
mundane socialization activities and the significant norms, representations
and beliefs associated with them (Simpson, 2009). We conducted real-time
longitudinal research (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) of the onboarding
processes of two newcomers in two ESFs for two years. We adopted a
qualitative comparative methodology and used a theoretical sampling
strategy by controlling the similarities and differences between the cases
for further theory development (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Heaphy, 2013).
The two firms of our sample were undertaking recruitment and had the
following typical characteristics of ESFs: small size, constant innovation,
creativity, risk taking and balance between exploration and exploitation
processes (Heneman, Tansky & Camp, 2000). We compared the
socialization processes of two newcomers with similar skills and levels of
work experience. Each was a technician, held a bachelor’s degree, and
had limited experience of the job. Neither was a relative of the
entrepreneur.
EMPIRICAL DATA COLLECTION
Our data covered a period that started just before the entry of the
two newcomers and was completed two years later. Our empirical
materials come from interviews, observations, informal discussions,
documents consultation and feedback sessions with the two
entrepreneurs.
Interviews. We undertook 30 semi-structured interviews (60 to 90
minutes) with the top managers, newcomers and insiders. We conducted
interviews at four points in time: during the anticipatory period of
socialization (before the new recruit’s arrival), during the encounter period
of socialization (less than one month after arrival), during the adaptation
period (between three months and one year after arrival), and finally two
years after the newcomer’s entry (Ashforth, 2012; Wanous, 1991).
Observation. Interviews were supplemented by eight instances of
observation. We observed newcomers in different areas and at different
stages of the onboarding process. We shadowed the newcomer in each
ESF during their first day of work. We shadowed them a second time one
month after their arrival, and then two months and four months later, for a
total of 38 hours. This observation enabled us to witness meetings, daily
discussions and other socialization situations.
Documents. Our contacts provided us with internal documents and
communication materials. We had access to promotional brochures,
business cards, email exchanges, intranets, websites, induction manuals
and various working documents. These documents helped us to
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understand the organizational context and the roles assigned to the two
newcomers (functional, hierarchical and social aspects).
Feedback sessions with entrepreneurs and informal discussions. At
the end of the data collection period, we conducted one feedback session
with each entrepreneur, and we reported and discussed our findings. In
addition, we had informal discussions during the interviews of periods 2, 3,
and 4 with the newcomers and their colleagues. We took advantage of
these two types of exchanges to complement and compare the primary
analyses of the data. Table 1 summarizes the organization of our data
collection.

Anticipatory
phase (before
arrival)

Encounter
phase (<1
month after
arrival)

Adaptation
phase (3–12
months after
arrival)

2 years later

2 interviews

2 interviews

2 interviews

2 interviews

Newcomer

2 interviews

2 interviews

2 interviews

Colleague 1

2 interviews

2 interviews

2 interviews

Colleague 2

2 interviews

2 interviews

2 interviews

2 interviews

2 interviews

Entrepreneur

Colleague 3
Observation
Feedback

2 observations

6 observations
2 sessions

Table 1 - Organization of observations, interviews and feedback sessions
in the two ESFs

DATA ANALYSIS
The data collected through interviews, document analysis, informal
discussions and direct observations were analyzed through a qualitative
and inductive approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2007; Gioia, Corley & Hamilton,
2012). We cycled among data and relevant literature to develop a deeper
understanding of socialization activities and their dynamics in the context
of ESFs (Langley, 1999; Rouleau & Balogun, 2011).
We started with the identification and observation of socialization
activities that helped the newcomers to understand the different
expectations associated with their roles (behaviors, practices, norms and
patterns of interactions). We also identified who was concerned by these
socialization activities and we observed how they reacted and interacted
together. We undertook a first-order analysis of these socialization
activities involving a thorough coding of the interviews, company
documentation, informal and formal discussions and observation
transcripts (Clark, Gioia, Ketchen & Thomas, 2010). Examples of the first
codes that we used include “pointing out errors or faux pas,” “using
different methods” and “allocating resources for a test”.
We continued the first-order analysis, which provided a voice to the
individuals interviewed (Gioia, et al., 2012), during the second phase of
coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to identify relationships between and
among these first-order codes and to gather them into higher-order
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themes. We connected these themes with the literature on organizational
socialization and institutional work. Examples of second-order themes that
emerged from this process included “verbal guidance,” “information
seeking” and “policing”.
This second-order analysis was succeeded by a third and final
phase, which resulted in the identification of five aggregate dimensions
(Gioia, et al., 2012). These dimensions represent key socialization
activities enforced by newcomers and insiders. The overall structure of the
coding is synthetized in Figure 1. Appendix 1 presents the representative
data associated with the first-order, second-order and aggregate concepts.
In Appendix 2, we present the occurrence of the first-order themes in our
interviews and observations.

Figure 1 - Data structure
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RESULTS
In the following section, we document mundane socialization
activities enforced by newcomers and insiders during socialization
processes in ESFs. We show how these activities interact and lead to two
forms of work: the maintenance of institutionalized roles and the creation of
new ones. We integrate our results in a dynamic model of socialization in
ESFs (see Figure 2). Before presenting the content of socialization
activities and their dynamics, we introduce the context of this research.
RESEARCH CONTEXT
THE ONBOARDING CONTEXT OF LUCA AT SUTTON LIMITED
Sutton is a forestry management and logging firm with ten
employees. It was established three years prior to our investigation. The
founder wanted to create a new hybrid profession in the French wood
industry, combining the skills of a forest technician and forest manager.
Sutton’s clients are forest and private-park owners, local communities and
municipalities. Sutton underwent a rapid expansion in terms of turnover
and has introduced innovative technologies in forest businesses,
particularly in safety equipment. The organization of work at Sutton is
characterized by a flat structure, decentralization of decisions, polyvalence
and autonomy. At Sutton, we observed the socialization of Luca, a 24-yearold man who has a bachelor’s degree in environmental management with
previous experience of logging. He is a strong advocate of environmental
protection. Luca was hired as a forest technician and joined a team of two
technicians. A forest technician has a good knowledge of forestry
exploitation and trade activities. He directly interacts with forest owners. He
has absolute autonomy and manages a small team of forest workers. This
job is associated with institutionalized practices and methods developed
and taken for granted within the profession.
THE ONBOARDING CONTEXT OF JOHN AT COVAX
Covax is a geotechnical consultancy and design firm employing 19
people. The firm was established eight years prior to our study. It offers
consultancy and design services and products that are unique and original.
Its main customers are local councils, construction firms and engineering
and audit offices. With 10% of its annual turnover allocated to research and
development activities, innovation is a central activity which has resulted in
several patents. Covax has progressively diversified its competences and
its service provision, in particular the range of processes and materials it
develops for its customers. Covax has three main activities: conception,
development and commercialization of geotechnical equipment and
geotechnical engineering services. The new recruit we observed, called
John, is a 26-year-old man. John holds a bachelor’s degree in geophysics
and had brief experience in another engineering office. At Covax, John was
hired as a geotechnical technician specializing in geophysical fields. The
job of a geotechnical technician, which is already undertaken by five
employees, refers to the development and construction of geotechnical
tools adapted to the specific needs of customers. This implies that a
geotechnical technician should have good knowledge of mechanics and
possess expertise in geophysics. This job is associated with
institutionalized methods, practices and interaction patterns, such as
project methodology and shared use of prototyping software.
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In the table below, we summarize the characteristics of our research
context.

Sutton

Covax

Firm size
and age

Firm activity

Key values

Role given
to the
newcomer

Newcomer

10 members
3 years old

Forestry
management
and logging

Innovation,
security,
nature, trust

Forest
technician

24 years old,
bachelor’s degree,
limited experience

19 members
8 years old

Geotechnical
consultancy
and design

Innovation,
cooperation
, respect of
professional
norms

Geotechnical
technician

26 years old,
bachelor’s degree,
limited experience

Table 2 - Characteristics of research contexts
SOCIALIZATION ACTIVITIES AND THE MAINTENANCE OF
ORGANIZATIONAL ROLE
When John and Luca joined their respective ESFs, insiders enforced
a set of learning activities to help them to understand and comply with the
technical, hierarchical and social aspects of their roles. At Sutton and
Covax, learning activities refer to actions undertaken by insiders to help
newcomers to learn and make sense of their new roles. They take three
complementary forms: verbal guidance, practical demonstration and
adaptation of tasks.
In the two cases, insiders start the newcomers’ learning activities by
providing them with verbal guidance on the tasks, methods, interaction
patterns and behaviors that they have to follow. Insiders explain the
rationale for these work practices and behaviors by developing
conversations and telling stories about their origins and meanings. These
discursive learning activities helped the two newcomers to discover and
make sense of the cultural foundations associated with their new
organizational roles.
As role models, insiders showcase the right on-the-job behaviors
and gestures to complement and illustrate discursive activities. This
second learning activity is based on practical demonstrations of the right
gestures, techniques and behaviors that newcomers have to master. They
show how to touch and manipulate tools, use machines or identify the
smell of a malfunctioning device.
When you smell this odor, it is not good. Do you smell it? The insider
turns off the machine and goes to find water. If you smell this odor,
turn off the machine immediately. Let it cool down 2 minutes and
then add water, just right here. [Observation stage 1 – Sutton]
Insiders’ demonstration activities are also linked to the behavioral
attitudes of not only the concerned colleagues, but also external
stakeholders. Insiders show how to act and behave in front of these
partners and sometimes tend to overplay the role.
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We met a customer who is now a friend of mine, but as John was
here, I decided to adopt a very formal tone during our
conversations. He had to see how professional we are with our
customers. [Insider at Covax – Interview serie 2]
Complementary to verbal guidance and practical demonstrations,
insiders at Sutton and Covax implemented another form of learning activity
that consists of selecting and simplifying the tasks that newcomers must
accomplish to facilitate their learning. Insiders select tasks and projects
that contribute directly to the work flow of the organization but simplify
these tasks and provide time for the newcomers to execute them. They
have tasks and work on projects that are not secondary or peripheral
activities. These tasks are accomplished in direct collaboration with
insiders as they require specific competences and complex interactions
with the other members of the organization. As a result of the assignment
of these important tasks, newcomers are not isolated but are strategically
positioned in order to constantly interact with colleagues and maximize
their learning.
From their perspectives, Luca and John do not passively face
insiders’ learning activities. They take two forms of initiatives to facilitate
their learning: they search for information and act as conscientious
followers. Newcomers look for information regarding gestures, practices,
behaviors and mode of social interactions. They also carefully observe,
listen to and ask many questions to insiders.
Luca went with me to meet a client. I understood that he observed
and listened because when we went back to the office, he asked me
a lot of questions: “Why did you say that? Why did you do that?”.
[Entrepreneur at Sutton – interview 2]
Luca and John also put significant amounts of effort into carefully
imitating insiders and complying with what was expected. They carefully
followed advice and imitated behaviors and gestures, showing these efforts
to the insiders.
Learning activities enforced by newcomers interact with learning
activities developed by insiders. Insiders face many questions, which allow
them to understand the difficulties that newcomers encounter while
understanding the different aspects of their roles. Insiders directly help
newcomers to refine their verbal guidance and provide more accurate and
precise explanations, in addition to pushing the newcomers to adapt to
tasks and role assignments regarding specific difficulties encountered by
insiders. Insiders also adapt their practical demonstrations to aspects that
are not well understood by newcomers. Through these complementary
sets of learning activities, insiders and newcomers jointly and actively
participate in the maintenance of the technical, hierarchical and social
aspects of organizational roles.
If Luca and John do not understand immediately what is expected
and what needs to be done, they also feel uncomfortable with some
aspects of their roles. In the two cases observed, the newcomers
questioned the relevance of some norms, technologies, work methods,
social interactions and procedures. They proposed some changes or
directly acted and did things differently in accordance with what appeared
relevant to them. These transformation activities of newcomers disturbed
the existing expectations of roles and introduced role breaches. These
breaches pushed the insiders to implement repairing activities that took
two complementary forms—adjustments or policing activities—depending
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on the impacts of the breaches on newcomers’ roles. Some aspects of the
role appear negotiable and others compulsory. Breaches are judged
positively and are exploited if they improve the role without changing its
nature through small-scale adjustments. In this case, insiders take into
consideration these breaches and open negotiation with newcomers; they
listen to the newcomer’s criticisms and propositions and ask for practical
alternatives and tests. If these criticism and propositions are in line with the
representations of the role and lead to improvements, the insiders tend to
accept and make the adjustments.
I had the opportunity to modify this procedure I considered to be
complicated. […] I was invited to a management meeting, where I
defended my idea. I found good arguments to back-up my criticism
and worked on my solution. [Newcomer at Covax – interview serie
4]
However, when insiders consider that these breaches affect
important aspects of the role, they implement policing activities that consist
of explaining the disconnection between the initiatives taken by newcomers
and the rationales and cultural foundations of the role. Insiders explain to
the newcomers what they expect and why it is important to respect this.
Unlike learning activities, policing activities encompass formal and
authoritarian tonalities. At Sutton, the newcomer deviated from an
important clothing norm associated with his role of a forest technician. The
entrepreneur explained what he meant by the dress code and why it was
important for the image he wanted to present to the customers. Finally, he
told him that he expected a prompt adjustment.
He’s young and he’s dressed very fashionably, whereas our client
expects someone to be a bit like a “forestry expert”; white shirt,
green sweater, even a jacket. […] I told him that he has to
understand that appearances are important in our job and that he
must comply. [Insider at Sutton, interview serie 3]
Monitoring and scrutinizing activities are also implemented
collectively by insiders who are informed of the disruption. This refers to
observing and controlling the compliance of newcomers with the
requirements of the roles that they are challenging. Insiders observe
newcomers carefully through the construction of a normative network of
actors, through which newcomers’ transformations become normatively
sanctioned with respect to the existing aspects and those that are
considered as key aspects of the roles. This set of policing activities
pushes newcomers to stop transformation activities and strictly follow
norms and practices that they deliberately or inadvertently challenged.
SOCIALIZATION ACTIVITIES AND THE CREATION OF A NEW
ORGANIZATIONAL ROLE
The socialization of Luca at Sutton allows us to consider a different
and complementary dynamic of the socialization process in ESFs. Luca
was deeply unsatisfied with the negative environmental consequences of
his forest technician role and, after six months, he understood that insiders
did not want to change and reconsider this role which was central for the
business activity of Sutton.
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Our practices have huge bad effects on the environment and we
destroy many nests and plants, such as orchids[…] They told me
that I have to get used of that. For them, I am romantic and my
propositions are economically out of step. I don’t know if I will stay
here. [Interview insider – serie 3, Sutton]
After having considered leaving Sutton, Luca decided to comply with
his role and its negative environmental consequences, but he continued to
discuss environmental issues with the insiders. Luca is convinced that his
job could be done differently, and he started demonstrate to the insiders
that green issues have to be taken into consideration for the future of the
business. He provided practical illustrations of how to do things differently,
as he wanted to push his colleagues to act and think differently. His
transformation activities took three forms: querying the relevance of
Sutton’s practices, arguing for alternatives and enrolling insiders to his
vision.
Luca initiated discussions around ecological issues associated with
the business practices of Sutton. He showed the insiders how the practices
badly affected the environment and some animals. He pushed them to
more carefully observe the presence of specific plants and animals that
were put in danger by their practices.
He showed us a nest that I have never seen before and he taught
us a few details about a mammal living in the bushes. […] I think it’s
true that we could be more careful about them on the work-sites […]
We had exchange about this important environmental issue and this
is good. [Interview insider – serie 3, Sutton]
Luca also demonstrated to the insiders how green issues and
animals could be taken into consideration, and he provided practical
illustrations of how to do things differently.
If we use organic oil, this would reduce our negative impacts. I
explained several times that orchids are significantly sensitive to
mineral oil and that we could switch easily to organic oil. I showed
them how to change and now we use organic oil. I was very happy
about this evolution. [Interview newcomer – serie 4, Sutton]
These talks and discussions with insiders convinced Luca that the
insiders can evolve and change their practices. After one year of talks and
his experiences with the insiders, Luca decided to directly talk to his boss
about his vision, as he wanted to convince him that Sutton could be more
active in the defense of animals and plants without deteriorating its
business.
What struck me was his expression that we no longer can exploit
forests as we used to do it in the XXth century. Putting ecology in
our business, I find it extra. He has strong convictions and I think
that we can no longer work in the forestry business nowadays
without a sustainable vision. He is right to push us in this direction.
[Feedback manager, Sutton]
Luca’s transformation initiatives led insiders and Sutton’s manager to
think and develop new ideas related to the mission of the firm. Sutton’s
manager was convinced that he had to change and adapt the business
practices to integrate environmental issues. He asked Luca and his
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colleagues to explore with him new possibilities regarding Sutton’s mission,
competences and business activities. Luca and the insiders started to
implement exploration activities that took two forms: conception and testing
of a new organizational role inside Sutton.
After several weeks of discussions between Luca and his
colleagues, the outlines of a new organizational role were formed: the role
of a forest animator, which consisted of developing and commercializing an
activity to discover and sensitize citizens to the ecological issues in forests.
Luca and his colleagues identified the competences in terms of marketing
and environmental knowledge as well as the new managerial tools
(leaflets, compasses, books and digital tablets) required for the new role.
They also investigated how the organizational structure of Sutton should
evolve to develop better internal and external interactions with customers.
They defined a new target of customers and proposed tourist
structures. Good idea! I had a rather good knowledge of them. I
helped Luca to get in touch with them to test his idea [...]. We also
decided to directly link his animation forest activity to me. He
convinced us that it was strategic. [Interview manager – serie 4,
Sutton]
Insiders’ exploration activities continued and moved to a testing
phase after an important meeting with Luca when he presented his project
to the manager and insiders. Following this meeting, Sutton’s manager
decided to allocate resources and provide time to Luca for starting a new
role.
Since the arrival of Luca one year and a half ago, we talked a lot
about environmental issues. His idea of forest animation was
interesting, but we needed evidences of its relevance for Sutton.
Luca made a market survey and crafted a sort of business plan.
After his presentation, we decided to go for it. We gave him time and
resources to develop and give consistency to his idea. [Interview
insider – serie 4, Sutton]
Since the meeting, Luca performs two roles. He continues to work
as a forest technician and has started his project of forest animation.
Insiders give advice and participate in different activities to improve his
role. Through this complementary set of exploration activities, the insiders
and newcomers jointly and actively participate in the creation of the role of
forest animator and the reconfiguration of Sutton’s mission. The insiders
and Luca jointly changed the organizational structure and developed new
competences and behavioral norms. They also constructed new internal
and external interaction patterns with new stakeholders and introduced a
new cultural value in the organization—ecology—associated with Luca’s
new organizational role.
I know that the first year was difficult for him. He told me that he
wanted to leave Sutton. He is very determined. He forced us to ask
new questions and transform our activity. It is very positive for
Sutton. Forest animation could be a huge success. [Feedback with
the manager - serie 4, Sutton]
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SOCIALIZATION AS AN AMBIDEXTROUS PROCESS
When newcomers start new positions, it is not easy and obvious for
them to act in ways that are consistent with the behaviors, beliefs and
relational norms associated with their organizational roles. The
maintenance of an organizational role necessitates efforts and
complementary activities enforced separately and sometimes jointly by
newcomers and insiders. Learning activities open the socialization process
and allow newcomers to acquire the necessary technical, social and
hierarchical dimensions associated with their roles. Newcomers play a
central role in this learning dynamic, but learning is necessarily incomplete
and newcomers deliberately or inadvertently take initiatives that transform
some aspects of their roles and introduce breaches. When insiders
consider that these breaches improve the role without changing its
foundations, they can lead to tests and trials for role negotiation and
improvements. However, if these breaches are perceived as disruptive,
insiders enforce policing activities to encourage newcomers to comply with
what is expected. The maintenance of organizational roles in ESFs
appears as a complex process with a mix of learning, improvements and
compliance pressures that can destabilize newcomers.
The socialization of Luca at Sutton shows that insiders can accept
newcomers’ transformation initiatives as sources of positive change and
start an exploration dynamic. Interactions and entanglement between
newcomers’ and insiders’ transformation activities lead to the creation of a
new organizational role. Newcomers are agents of change and push
insiders to explore new possibilities. Socialization processes may lead to
important innovations and reconfigurations. Socialization processes in
ESFs appear as ambidextrous processes during which insiders and
newcomers not only exploit newcomers’ transformation activities for
existing roles but also for exploring and creating new ones.
In the following graph, we summarize the two fundamental dynamics
at play during socialization processes in ESFs and the various socialization
activities enforced by newcomers and insiders.

Figure 2 - Activities of socialization and their dynamics in ESFs
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DISCUSSION
In this research, we observe mundane socialization activities
enforced by newcomers and insiders in ESFs from an institutional work
perspective. We show that two dynamics are at play: the maintenance and
creation of organizational roles. Our findings allow us to contribute both to
organizational socialization theory and to the institutional work literature, as
we explain below.
CONTRIBUTION TO ORGANIZATIONAL SOCIALIZATION THEORY
Content and dynamics of mundane socialization activities. A
growing number of socialization scholars have recently highlighted a lack
of knowledge about what is actually achieved during socialization
processes (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; Bauer, Erdogan & Taylor, 2012;
Solinger, et al., 2013). They call for new investigations to shed light on “the
nuanced dynamics of onboarding processes” (Ashforth, et al., 2014: 12). In
our research, we identified different categories of socialization activities.
We have also shown that change in socialization activities occurs as
reactions to various outcomes of previous iterations of these activities. Our
study considers insiders’ and newcomers’ socialization activities not as
static entities but as co-evolving activities through enduring interactions.
Socialization in ESFs. With a few exceptions, socialization
processes in small firms in general and ESFs in particular have not been
studied (Bargues & Perrot, 2016; Perrot, et al., 2014; Rollag & Cardon,
2003; Rollag, et al., 2005). We designed specific research settings to
document this blind spot. This focus on socialization processes in the
context of ESFs allows us to answer the call for more contextually sensitive
research and qualitative methodological settings (Ashford & Nurmohamed,
2012). Our study of mundane socialization activities helps identify four
categories of socialization activities in the specific organizational context of
ESFs: learning, repairing and exploring activities enforced by insiders, and
learning and transformation activities enforced by newcomers. We propose
a dynamic model that shows how these activities interact and lead to the
socialization of newcomers. We also show that the dynamic of socialization
activities in ESFs have two types of outcomes: maintenance of a given role
and creation of a new one. The dynamic between newcomers’
transformation activities and insiders’ exploration activities, which is at the
heart of the role creation dynamic, is directly related to the context of
ESFs, and this dynamic may be less frequent in other cultural
environments where innovation is less institutionalized. The comparison
between the two cases also shows that the creation of an organizational
role is not the automatic result of the socialization process. This outcome
depends on the capacity of newcomers and insiders to understand and
enact contextual aspects related to the organization and the possibility of
adapting their activity through role innovation.
Role creation as a distal outcome of socialization. Scholars have
identified “proximal” socialization outcomes that indicate how well a
newcomer is adjusting to his or her new role (Bauer, et al., 2007; Saks, et
al., 2007). They have also identified “distal” outcomes that indicate the
ultimate consequences and effects of organizational socialization (Bauer &
Erdogan, 2012), such as organizational commitment and job performance
(Bauer, et al., 2007; Jones, 1986; Saks, et al., 2007). Our study contributes
to the identification of potentially new distal outcomes of socialization
processes (Erdogan, Bauer, Truxillo & Mansfield, 2012) by showing that
the creation of a new organizational role can be associated with the
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socialization process (Allen & Meyer, 1990). This “distal” socialization
outcome is observable in Levine’s work (Hansen & Levine, 2009; Levine,
Moreland & Hausmann, 2005), but to our knowledge, it has never been
documented and empirically described.
CONTRIBUTIONS TO INSTITUTIONAL WORK
Institutional role maintenance and the contribution of
newcomers. The process of role maintenance has been recently observed
in the institutional work literature, and a central assumption of these pieces
of research is that insiders mainly undertake it. They implement several
socialization activities to help newcomers to acquire the social knowledge
and skills necessary to assume their new roles (Dacin, et al., 2010;
Heaphy, 2013; Zilber, 2002, 2009). In this study, we extend this emerging
literature by showing that newcomers are also important actors. Through
their initiatives, they directly participate in the maintenance of
organizational roles. Although socialization scholars have documented the
contributions of newcomers during socialization processes (Saks, et al.,
2011), their contributions have been marginal to much institutional
research, and institutional theorists have not engaged meaningfully with
socialization activities enforced by newcomers to maintain roles (Heaphy,
2013; Zilber, 2009).
Our analysis highlights a number of activities enforced by
newcomers that lead to the maintenance of organizational roles.
Newcomers look for information, they observe, ask questions, look for
advice and search documents in order to better understand their new roles.
These activities allow them to develop an appreciation of the different
dimensions of their new roles (technical aspects and interactions patterns).
They also acquire specific knowledge regarding the values and norms
associated with their roles. Moreover, newcomers act as followers and
imitate insiders. Through these activities, newcomers experience their roles
and, in practice, discover what they have to do and how to do it.
These results resonate with some recent institutional research that
indicates that the maintenance of institutions, and in our case of an
organizational role, is not limited to activities that are undertaken by
privileged actors with high status and access to valuable resources
(Battilana, 2011; Currie & Spyridonidis, 2016; Heaphy, 2013). Low-power
actors can be fully engaged in institutional work and can actively
participate in the maintenance of institutions. When newcomers ask for
information or question the relevance of a norm, they contribute to the
enactment and reproduction of some key dimensions of organizational
roles. When they experience and test some aspects, they also contribute
to enforcing a role and reaffirming its essential characteristics.
Organizational roles are situated, interpreted and reinforced by newcomers
during the socialization process. We also shed light on the bargaining
activities between newcomers and insiders. When newcomers contest
some aspects of their roles and open breaches, this can lead to smallscale role adjustments. The maintenance of an organizational role is not a
simple replication process, but a process composed of various activities
that lead to transmitting compulsory dimensions and also to adjusting
others. In summary, we show that the maintenance of an organizational
role is not a mechanistic and automatic process, and actors with lower
status actively participate in the maintenance process (Heaphy, 2013).
Creation of roles and dimensions of agency. This study also
contributes to the discussion on agency issues by demonstrating how
different dimensions of an agency interact dynamically in the maintenance
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and creation of organizational roles. One of the major theoretical issues
that institutional work faces is related to the embedded agency debate,
addressing the question of how actors become motivated and enabled to
change the given practices and norms that supposedly define them (Seo &
Creed, 2002; Smets & Jarzabkowski, 2013). Institutionalists have
documented three main dimensions of an agency: iterative, projective and
practical-evaluative. The iterative dimension underpins the reproduction of
established practices and institutions. The projective dimension supports
planning for the future and the creation of institutions. The practicalevaluative dimension enables actors to exercise judgment and implement
existing practices in line with what they consider relevant (Emirbayer &
Mische, 1998; Smets & Jarzabkowski, 2013). These three dimensions “like
notes in a chord,” jointly create the “tone” of agency, ranging from
reproductive to transformative (Seo & Creed, 2002: 222; Smets &
Jarzabkowski, 2013).
In this study, we contribute to this debate in two ways. We show that
the maintenance of an organizational role is accomplished through an
iterative form of agency as newcomers and insiders independently and
jointly implement various socialization activities that contribute to the
reproduction and maintenance of a role. Institutionalists tend to conceive
this dimension of agency as unconscious and automatic, but our work
suggests that actors involved in the reproduction of an organizational role
are conscious of the importance of this institution and carefully implement
sets of socialization activities to describe, test, experience and transmit the
role to newcomers. From their perspective, newcomers perceive the
importance of the institution and develop efforts to internalize the key
aspects of the role and maintain it. Our empirical work encourages us to
consider the iterative agency not as a mechanistic and unconscious
process, but as a deliberate and effortful process accomplished by different
actors (Heaphy, 2013; Zilber, 2002, 2009).
Moreover, the creation of a new organizational role, which we
observed in Luca’s case at Sutton, pushes us to reconsider some aspects
of the practical-evaluative dimension of agency (Smets & Jarzabkowski,
2013). This dimension of agency is generally attributed to institutional
entrepreneurs (Battilana, et al., 2009) who have the capacity to implement
a collective action to change institutions inside organizations as well as at
the level of organization fields (Battilana, 2011; Battilana, et al., 2009;
DiMaggio, 1988). These institutional entrepreneurs are conceived as
powerful actors with high positions and access to valuable resources. Our
study shows that institutional change can arise through mundane activities
and localized initiatives of actors without important resources. Luca’s case
shows that this newcomer, who felt uncomfortable with some aspects of his
job, was able to show insiders that things needed to change regarding
environmental aspects. With the support of the insiders, he created a new
business activity for his firm, introduced a new value in the culture and
changed the organizational structure. The creation of this new
organizational role was not planned by the entrepreneur or powerful
insiders but was the result of a series of mundane activities, tests and
discussions.
This finding sheds light on the nature of intentionality and effort in
institutional work. In their daily activities, actors are not necessarily
intentional in the sense of purposefully maintaining, disrupting or creating
institutions; they accomplish practical activities and take initiatives that
result in an evolution of the institutional order. Institutional entrepreneurs
(Battilana, et al., 2009) are not always heroes with a great vision of the
future, but actors embedded in work situations and mundane operations
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who introduce small variations and progressively craft institutions through a
series of practical initiatives and tests.

CONCLUSION AND AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
Socialization processes are important for many organizations,
particularly for ESFs. As this research shows, socialization processes are
jointly enforced by newcomers and insiders through mundane socialization
activities. By engaging an institutional work perspective, it becomes
possible to identify how these activities interact and lead to the
maintenance and creation of organizational roles. This theoretical
perspective offers a practical and contextual vision of socialization
processes and introduces a new field of enquiry. It also reveals the skills
and dimensions of an agency that is necessary for insiders and
newcomers to engage in two forms of institutional work. Our study poses
intriguing questions that we want to address in future work.
We have identified a set of socialization activities in the context of
ESFs, but it appears important to develop new empirical investigations in
this regard. We need to document the contents and interactions of
complementary forms of socialization activities jointly or separately
enforced by newcomers and insiders. In addition, future research should
explore how two different dynamics of socialization emerge in the very
same organization. At Covax, John made several propositions to change
his role and do things differently, but these propositions only led to smallscale adjustments and minor role innovation. However, at Sutton, Luca
managed to convince the insiders that a new role, a new structure and new
external relationships could be useful for the firm. We need to further
research these two different dynamics of socialization to understand why,
in one case, there is a role creation dynamic but only role maintenance in
the second.
Observing the content of the conversations and enactment forms
that lead to comparing institutions and to the creation of a new
organizational role appears of significant importance. In future research,
we propose to decipher the enabling conditions of role creation in ESFs at
the field, organizational and individual levels. We want to understand
whether the dynamic of role creation is associated with societal
transformations at the field level or is related to a receptive organizational
context. The competence of the newcomer and their agentic capabilities
may also be a source of explanation. Socialization processes in ESFs
appear fundamentally linked to institutions; the various socialization
activities enforced by insiders and newcomers allow organizational roles to
be maintained, created and potentially disrupted. These investigations will
have direct impacts on the current agency debates about the capacity of
normal actors to implement a series of activities that progressively lead to
comparing institutions and sustaining innovation dynamics (Smets &
Aristidou, 2017).
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1. Representative data of the fist-order and second-order
themes, and aggregate categories
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Appendix 2: Correlations and descriptive statistics

First-order themes

Number of
occurrences

%

1.1. Explaining norms, behaviors, and methods

157

8.91

1.2. Giving advice and instructions

123

6.98

1.3. Answering questions and giving feedback

92

5.22

2.1. Showing gestures and knacks

32

1.81

2.2. Acting as an example to follow

11

0.62

3.1. Modulating the number and complexity of tasks allocated

210

11.9

3.2. Reducing expected levels of performance

10

0.56

3.3. Giving specific tasks that allow collaboration with colleagues and
peers

61

3.46

4.1. Pointing out errors or faux pas

70

3.97

4.2. Requiring the newcomer to adjust

15

0.9

4.3. Monitoring compliance and putting it under scrutiny

116

6.8

140

7.9

111

6.3

6.1. Defining a new activity

41

2.32

6.2. Redefining organizational structure

20

1.13

6.3. Developing new interactions

21

1.19

7.1. Allocating resources for a test

10

0.56

7.2. Assessing the relevance and potential of the new role

16

0.9

8.1. Observing how colleagues do things and behave

102

5.8

8.2. Searching and consulting documents

47

2.66

8.3. Asking questions and looking for advice

111

6.3

9.1. Following advice and instructions

18

1.02

9.2. Imitating insiders’ practices and behaviors

15

0.85

10.1. Querying the relevance of norms, practices or rules

39

2.21

10.2. Making specific critical statements about some norms,
practices or rules

17

0.96

11.1. Arguing for a new vision

68

3.86

11.2. Enrolling insiders in new alternatives

11

0.62

12.1. Using different practices or methods

46

2.61

5.1. Discussing criticisms and testing ideas on some aspects of the
role
5.2. Accepting adjustments and redefining some aspects associated
with the role

12.2. Behaving differently
Total

51

23
1761

1.3
100 %
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